Direct thrombin inhibitors in the treatment of immune-mediated heparin-induced thrombocytopenia.
Heparin was first discovered in 1916 and at present is used in more than 12 million patients a year. In the 1950s, several physicians noticed an uncommon paradoxical phenomenon in which heparin appeared to function as a procoagulant instead of an anticoagulant. This phenomenon is now known as the immune-mediated heparin-induced thrombocytopenia (HIT) and thrombosis syndrome (HITTS). Our understanding of this syndrome has evolved over the last 2 to 3 decades, and therapeutic options are arising. This article will focus on the most extensively studied therapy for HIT, which is the class of drugs known as the direct thrombin inhibitors. Specifically, we will focus on the mechanisms by which direct thrombin inhibitors may be useful in this syndrome, the evidence for their use, and the unique characteristics of the two FDA-approved agents in this class, lepirudin and argatroban.